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Abstract 


This thesis is about the theater for social change (TSC) in the 
Punjab State of India. It looks at how the TSC is being carried on and 
what is its importance in the process of social change in Punjab. 

The analytical framework used in this thesis contends that the role 
of TSC is to make people aware of their oppressive reality as well as to 
explore with them the various ways and means to change this reality. On 
the basis of this contention, this thesis examines and analyzes the 
subject matter and the practice of TSC in Punjab. 

It is found that the subject matter of TSC in Punjab deals with the 
difficulties and problems faced by the oppressed people. To fully 
understand the causes of these problems, the TSC’s subject matter 
analyzes these problems at the macro level in connection to the social, 
cultural, political and economic conditions of Punjab and India. 

The TSC in Punjab has adopted its practice according to the 
material conditions in Punjab. It meets its needs from resources available 
within society. It has close links with people and their organizations, 
which play a crucial role in its functioning. To counter various challenges 
faced by TSC, on one hand, the practitioners do theater in a way that 
minimizes the constraints and limits resulting from these challenges and 
on the other hand, they work to change those conditions that give rise to 
these challenges. 
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The thesis concludes that the TSC is an effective communicative 
and mobilizing tool in the process of social change in Punjab. It has 
empowered audience members and theater practitioners to stand against 
oppression. Its unique practice has enabled it to be accessible to its 
audiences as well as to be sustainable in the long term. 
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Introduction 


During the last four decades, theater for social change (TSC) has 
become a significant movement in the Punjab State of India. The 
practitioners of TSC feel that the status quo in Punjab is not serving the 
interests of oppressed people 1 (small farmers, workers, women, dalits or 
lower caste people, unemployed youth and others) and that need for 
social change is critical and urgent. In order to bring about such change, 
TSC practitioners are educating and informing oppressed people through 
theater about the conditions of their oppression and means and ways to 
change these conditions. There are approximately 18 TSC groups in 
Punjab who give close to 500 performances and reach almost a million 
people per year across Punjab. As majority of the Punjabi people live in 
the villages, most of TSC performances take place in the villages. 

This thesis considers how the TSC has been carried out and its 
importance in the process of social change in Punjab. To fully explore 
this issue, this thesis asks the following questions: What is the subject 
matter of TSC plays? How is the practice of TSC being adopted to fit 
physical, social, cultural and political conditions in Punjab? What is the 
relationship between the audience members and theater practitioners? 
What kinds of feedback mechanisms are there for the audience? On what 


1 In this thesis, the word people is used to describe the oppressed, dominated and 
disadvantaged people. 
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level do women participate in the TSC activities? What is the 
organizational structure of TSC groups? How are the funds raised for 
the TSC? What is the relationship of the TSC groups with the government 
and non-government agencies? What kinds of relations do the TSC 
groups have with other organizations that are working for social change 
in Punjab and other parts of India? 

Theater is being employed as an effective communicative tool to 
bring about social change in many parts of the world. It is effective 
because it overcomes barriers of illiteracy; it is an interactive and live 
form of communication, and facilitates face to face communication; 
further, does not require large financial resources; and is a collective and 
communal medium of communication (David Kerr, 1991 & 1995; 
Epskamp, 1989; Morrison, 1991 & 1993). This thesis reviews TSC 
activities from many parts of the world and finds that although TSC in 
each part of the world is dealing with the unique material conditions, 
there exist many similarities in the content and practice of TSC around 
the globe. These similarities are brought together in the thesis to develop 
a conceptual framework to examine the TSC activities in the Punjab. 

TSC consciously analyzes everyday difficulties and problems at the 
macro level. It links the causes of oppression to the social, cultural, 
political and economic conditions of Punjab in particular and India in 
general. Above all, TSC is accessible - it is readily available to the people 
as its performances occur in venues that are part of the everyday lives of 
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people in villages and towns. The TSC in Punjab is sustainable as it has 
adopted its practice very well according to the theater facilities available 
in the rural Punjab and it has developed a supportive relationship with 
the village level organizations that sponsor its programs. However, TSC 
has been facing many challenges in Punjab. One of the biggest 
challenges in front of TSC in Punjab is the low level of women’s 
participation in TSC. In the near future, the TSC’s practitioners in 
Punjab have to find innovative ways to get more women involved in 
various levels of TSC’s activities. 

This study is important for many reasons. Firstly, it shows the 
capacity of theater as a communicative tool for social change. Secondly, 
by identifying the strengths and weaknesses of TSC in Punjab, this study 
provides learning opportunities for people (theater practitioners, 
educators and political and social activists) interested in bringing about 
social change in society through TSC. Third, by linking the TSC 
experience in Punjab to the overall TSC projects happening in various 
parts of the world, this study broadens the knowledge base about TSC 
across the world. 

Methodology 

I have employed literature review, direct observation, in-depth 
interviews, and group interviews as research methods. I have found that 
these methods complimented each other. For example, direct observation 
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became the basis of a number of questions to be asked during interviews, 
and interviews in turn gave me opportunities to clarify many issues that 
arose from observations. As well, as suggested by Marshall and Rossman 
(1995), the information collected through each method allowed me to test 
and substantiate information gathered from other methods. 

I have reviewed literature about the theory and practice of TSC in 
various parts of the world. This literature review provided an insight into 
various aspects of TSC and helped to develop a framework to study TSC 
in Punjab. Specific to the Punjab State of India, I have read scripts of the 
plays performed by TSC practitioners, articles, discussion papers, 
interviews and books about TSC and about the economic, political, social 
and cultural situation in the Punjab. Through this literature, I have 
become most familiar with the subject matter of TSC’s plays, the history 
of TSC in Punjab, the ideas and perspectives of TSC’s practitioners about 
the theater and social change in the Punjab, and the broader material 
conditions in Punjab. A majority of the literature about Punjab is in 
Punjabi language and the quotes from this material are my translations. 

During my field research between January 20, 2000 to May 1, 
2000,1 observed theatrical activities of five theater groups - The 
Chandigarh Natak Kala Kendar or The Chandigarh Theater Art Center, 
The Lok Kala Manch Mulanpur or The People’s Art Forum Mulanpur, The 
Art Center Samrala, The Kala Sangam Phagwara or The Art Union 
Phagwara and the Navchintan Kala Manch Beas or the New Thinking Art 
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Forum Beas. I selected these groups for a number of reasons. The 
Chandigarh Natak Kala Kendar is run under the leadership of Gursharan 
Singh, who has been doing theater for more than 40 years and is 
considered to be the leading figure of TSC in Punjab. As well, I have 
developed a personal relationship with him during his four theater trips 
to Canada since 1983. During two of these trips, he was a guest in my 
home for close to two weeks each time. As a result, I had opportunities to 
closely observe him and have extensive discussions with him about his 
work. I was greatly impressed by his theater style and his committement 
to social change through theater, and in fact, the whole idea of studying 
TSC in Punjab occurred to me during a discussion with him at the time 
of his last trip to Vancouver in November 1997. It was natural therefore, 
to select his group for observation during my research. I also developed 
connections with a few members of the Art Center Samrala and the Lok 
Kala Manch Mulanpur in 1997 when they came to Canada as members of 
Gursharan Singh’s theater group. As a result of these connections, it was 
easier for me to contact these two theater groups and gain permission to 
observe their theater activities. The Kala Sangam Phagwara was selected 
because a woman theater director, Suman Lata, leads it. The Navchintan 
Kala Manch Beas was selected because its leader Hansa Singh is a long 
time theater practitioner as well as to create a regional balance in groups’ 
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selection. 2 I wanted to observe more groups, particularly the theater 
group led by Ajmer Aulakh, another prominent figure of TSC in Punjab 
but due to time constraints, I was unable to do that. 

As part of my observations, I sat in group-meetings and watched 
play rehearsals, traveled with theater practitioners to the villages where 
plays were performed, and attended 16 theater programs. I was able to 
observe first hand things such as preparation of plays, interaction 
between members of theater groups, theater facilities, performances, 
composition of audiences, audiences reactions to plays, audiences 
interaction with theater practitioners and to a limited extent workings of 
sponsoring organizations. Furthermore, I was able to have informal 
conversations with theater practitioners, in agreement with the claims of 
Burgess (1984), Anderson (1987) and Marshall and Ross (1995) direct 
observations enabled me to understand the TSC in Punjab in its fuller 
context, as it happens, based on theater practitioners’ perspectives and 
in their own language. 

I have conducted seventeen in-depth interviews 3 -thirteen with the 
theater practitioners and four with the members of the sponsoring 


2 There are three prominent regions in Punjab - Malwa, Doaba and Majhn. The Art 
Center Samrala and the Lok Kala Manch Mulanpur are located in Malwa ; the Kala 
Sangam Phagwara is located in Doaba and the Navchintan Kala Manch Beas is located 
in Majha . The Chandigarh NatakKala Kendaris located in Chandigarh, a union 
territory and the capital city of Punjab. 
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organizations. Four out of the thirteen theater practitioners interviewed 
were women. In addition to individual interviews, I had also recorded 
three group interviews with the members of the Lok Kala Manch 
Mulanpur, the Kala Sangam Phagwara and the Navchintan Kala Manch 
Beas. All these interviews were audio-taped and they were 11/2 hours to 
3 hours in length. All of these interviews were recorded in the Punjabi 
language and all direct quotes from these interviews are my translations. 

I was able to gain trust of my research participants immediately 
because, as mentioned earlier, I have developed a personal relationship 
with Gursharan Singh and some members of the Lok Kala Manch 
Mulanpur and the Art Centre Samrala knew me. Furthermore, I was 
involved in TSC activities in the Indo-Canadian community of Vancouver 
between 1983 to 1990 4 , and I was also involved in sponsoring TSC teams 


3 I interviewed these people: Gursharan Singh and Suleman Bhatt from the Chandigarh 
Natak Kala Kertdar; Tirlochan Singh, Baljinder Kaur and Swaran Singh from the Art 
Center Samrala ; Harkesh Choudhary and Kamalpreet Kaur from the Lok Kala Manch 
Mulanpur, Hansa Singh and Harjit Kaur from the Navchintan Kala Manch Beas ; Sum an 
Lata from the Kala Sangam Phagwara ; Ajmer Aulakh from the Lok Kala Manch Mansa ; 
Kewal Dhaliwal from Manch Rangmanch; Tera Singh Chann, a theater practitioner who 
was active in the Indian People Theater Association and the theater squads of the 
Communist Party of India in the 1950s and 1960s; Hardev Singh Sandhu from the Kirti 
Kisan Union; Baljinder Singh from the Lok Sangram Morcha ; Bhajan Singh from the 
Ludhiana unit of the Tarksheel Society Punjab; and Dr. Jagdish Singh, a member of the 
sponsoring group from the village Kangna. 


4 I am a founding member of the Vancouver Sath, an Indo-Canadian theatrical and 
cultural group based in Vancouver. The Vancouver Sath was formed in 1983 and 
between 1983 to 1990, the Sath produced several plays about the experiences and 
struggles of Indo-Canadians. For more information about the Vancouver Sath, see 
Binning, Sadhu (1998). Vancouver Sath: South Asian Canadian Theater in Vancouver. 
Canadian Theater Review, 94, Spring 1998 ,14-17. and Jackson, David (1985). Union 
Activism: Punjabi Theater in B.C. Fuse, Fall, 10-14. 
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from Punjab to Canada. Most of my research participants knew about my 
involvment in TSC and therefore trusted me. As a result of this trust, I 
was able to obtain open and candid responses to my questions during 
interviews and informal conversations with my research participants. 

Chapters outline 

This thesis is organized into five chapters. The first chapter states 
that the key objective of TSC is to depict the reality of the oppressed 
people as well as to explore ways and means to change this reality. In 
order to find out about how the TSC practitioners are working to fulfill 
this objective, this chapter reviews literature about the theory and 
practice of TSC taking place in the various parts of the world. As a result, 
the key characteristics of TSC are identified, which constitute a 
conceptual framework to study the TSC in Punjab. 

The second chapter provides an introduction to the socio-economic 
conditions in the Punjab. The key points of this chapter are that Punjabi 
society has failed to meet the basic needs, such as the education and 
health care of a large number of its citizens. After three and half decades, 
the development model based on Green Revolution has completely failed 
to better the lives of a majority of Punjabis. Instead of bringing about 
prosperity, it has created debt and hardship among marginal, small and 
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semi-medium farmers and agricultural laborers. The Punjabi women 
have to face discrimination and violence on a regular basis. The number 
of dowry deaths had gone up in recent years and there exists a wide 
spread practice of female feticide in Punjab. As TSC is a product of the 
material conditions in a society and works to change these conditions, it 
is imperative to understand these material conditions. 

The third chapter provides a brief historical background about the 
origin of TSC in Punjab and extensively deals with the subject matter of 
TSC plays. More than a dozen plays covering a wide range of subjects are 
discussed in detail. The discussion introduces various kinds of issues 
and problems addressed in TSC plays in Punjab. Furthermore, the 
discussion shows that these plays clearly demonstrate the link between 
the oppression and various macro level political, economic and social 
factors operating in Punjabi society. As a result, audience members of 
these plays do not only see their oppression, they also understand about 
the various forces that are the causes of their oppression. 

Chapter four documents the day to day working and operation of 
TSC groups in Punjab and looks at the various challenges being faced by 
them. It is shown that in response to lack of theater facilities in the 
villages of Punjab, the TSC practitioners have developed a unique 
minimalist style of theater. Various characteristics of this style are 
discussed in this chapter. It is also noted that in response to challenges, 
TSC practitioners, on one hand, adopt their theater practices in a way 
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that minimizes the constraints and limits resulting from these 
challenges; and on the other hand, they work to change those conditions 
that give rise to these challenges. Finally, it is argued that the ability of 
TSC to adopt its practice according to physical, social and cultural 
conditions in Punjab is the key reason behind its effectiveness and 
sustainability. 

In chapter five, I begin with answering the obvious question: How 
important is the role-played by TSC in the process of social change in 
Punjab? My view is that as an effective communicative and mobilizing 
tool, TSC plays a significant role in the process of social change in the 
Punjab. While it may be difficult to measure the effect of TSC on 
audience members in quantitative terms, a qualitative analysis 
demonstrates that TSC has profoundly affected the lives of audience 
members and theater practitioners. Finally, I make a few 
recommendations to enhance the effectiveness of TSC in Punjab. 
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Chapter 1 

Theater for Social Change: A Conceptual Framework 


Introduction 

The key objective of theater for social change (TSC) is to resist and 
oppose domination and oppression in society and to initiate and/or 
support the process of social transformation toward a just and equitable 
society. In order to accomplish such social transformation, the people 
need to understand the causes of their domination and oppression and 
the connection of these causes to social, political, economic and cultural 
structures of society. Further, the people need to find ways to come 
together and act to change those structures of society, which support 
domination and oppression in society. Therefore, along with informing 
and educating the oppressed about the causes of their domination and 
oppression, TSC helps to mobilize the oppressed to act against their 
domination and oppression. 

The content, form and practice of TSC are determined by prevailing 
social, economic and political conditions in society. As a result, in the 
different regions of the world, TSC has acquired different characteristics. 
Nevertheless, as a result of its shared objectives, a number of similarities 
also exist in TSC being practiced in various parts of the world. On one 
hand, these similarities are creating a global connection between the 
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various kinds of TSC happening in numerous locales around the world; 
on the other hand, they help to develop a broad conceptual framework to 
understand the practice of TSC in the world. In order to develop such a 
framework, this chapter will document similarities in TSC across the 
world with regard to subject matter, venues, creation and presentation of 
plays, props, autonomy and partnership with other organizations 
working for social change. In the following chapters, this framework will 
be used to examine and understand the practice of TSC in the Punjab 
state of India. 

Snbfect Matter 

The subject matter of TSC deals with the concerns, issues and 
problems related to the lives of people. Some of the issues which are 
being dealt by this theater around the globe include: exploitation of 
workers and their struggles for better working and living conditions, land 
reforms, women’s rights, drug abuse, child abuse, poverty, 
unemployment, police brutality, the US imperialism, arms race, migrant 
labor, dowry, black marketing, alcoholism, oppression on the basis of 
caste, corruption in governments, civil rights, religious fundamentalism, 
communal riots, the lack of or deficiencies in education systems, 
women's emancipation, hikes in bus fares and others (Bakshi, 1989; 
Erven, 1987,1992:, Hashmi, 1989; Kerr, 1995; Kidd 85 Rashid, 1984; 
Weiss et al. 1993). The presentation of issues close to people’s lives helps 

12 

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 



